By the late nineteenth century ether drinking (i.e. non-medical ether consumption) had gained some popularity in places as far apart as Northern Ireland, Russia, France, Norway, the United States and the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea.[1](#fn1){ref-type="fn"} Ether's intoxicating properties had been known centuries before William Morton secured fame for its anaesthetic effects[2](#fn2){ref-type="fn"}---but its widespread use in nineteenth-century Europe seems to have been a by-product of medical practice and subsequent industrial production. Although precise figures for consumption are lacking, the sources available provide evidence of a remarkable scale. However, as far as I am aware, ether consumption raised some interest among historians mostly as a local phenomenon in Northern Ireland.[3](#fn3){ref-type="fn"} The aim of this article is to outline the history of ether drinking in interwar Upper Silesia---a region of Poland---where, supported by a fully-fledged black market, it evolved into a lively consumer culture. In the 1930s ether became the most popular illicit drug in Poland---on some parts of the border customs officers seized more smuggled ether than alcohol.[4](#fn4){ref-type="fn"} It is surprising that Polish historians have not covered this subject. Antoni Bielewicz's history of drug consumption in Poland offers an example of the dominating attitude by dismissing ether drinking in a single sentence: "In some regions of Poland ether drinking was quite common, but this is a separate matter that we are not going to discuss."[5](#fn5){ref-type="fn"}

It is quite difficult to reconstruct the pattern of ether consumption in Silesia as no official statistics were kept. Ether drinkers came from the lower social strata and rarely left any written evidence. Because it was illegal after 1923, consumers obviously tended to conceal their habit.[6](#fn6){ref-type="fn"} To make the situation worse, relevant documents from the archive of the Ministry of Social Welfare did not survive the Second World War.[7](#fn7){ref-type="fn"} In these circumstances most historical evidence comes from published surveys by medical professionals and school authorities. Any gaps are filled by correspondence of the Silesian clergy (held at the Archive of the Arch-diocese in Katowice), reports of the border police and court records (held at the State Archives in Katowice, Warsaw and Cracow), as well as newspaper coverage---all from the interwar period. The most valuable information comes from three local studies carried out in the 1930s. Although the original records on which these studies are based no longer exist, the results were published in the Polish medical press, and they shed some light on the scale of ether drinking.

In 1933 Kazimierz Hrabin surveyed 3,535 pupils living in the district of Pszczyna in Green (western) Silesia. Of that number, he identified 903 (25 per cent) with some ether experience, most of whom came from small villages. While they constituted no more than 2 per cent of the student population in Pszczyna, in the surrounding localities of Frydek and Międzyrzecze the proportion was over 50 per cent. In the community of Bojszowy Nowe it reached a record 80.7 per cent.[8](#fn8){ref-type="fn"} Four years later Michał Wiendlocha, head of the psychiatric hospital in Rybnik, published a study on ether consumption in the districts of Rybnik and Pszczyna. According to his research, no less than 30 per cent of the population were ether drinkers, and in some villages up to 90 per cent.[9](#fn9){ref-type="fn"} These results were confirmed in 1938 by a team of reseachers from the Silesian Institution for Deaf Children in Lubliniec. They undertook the study after deaf pupils had by chance been noticed communicating (in sign language) about the benefits of ether drinking. In order to conceal the real aim of the investigation, researchers asked the children to identify the smell and taste of different liquids. According to their findings more than 52.8 per cent of deaf pupils recognized the taste of ether. Geographic data confirmed Green Silesia's reputation as the epicentre of ether-drinking: the proportion of pupils acquainted with ether was highest among those from Rybnik district in the western part of the voivodeship (76 per cent).[10](#fn10){ref-type="fn"}

The scale of consumption is revealed also by police data on smuggling. In 1934, Polish border guards confiscated 757 kg of ether. The following year the seized contraband came to 1,656 kg, reaching 1,670 kg in 1936. Before the outbreak of the Second World War these amounts decreased, but they remained at more than 500 kg per year, while the amount of seized contraband of all other drugs did not exceed 6 kg.[11](#fn11){ref-type="fn"} The scale of ether smuggling matched more closely the illegal imports of alcohol.[12](#fn12){ref-type="fn"} Although the jails were filled with petty ether smugglers,[13](#fn13){ref-type="fn"} the drug obviously remained available to Silesian consumers on a regular basis. It came from Germany, where wholesalers supplied Polish smugglers, who later trafficked the drug to Silesia either directly or through Czechoslovakia. According to reports of the Polish border police, German wholesalers could sell as much as 1,500 kg per month.[14](#fn14){ref-type="fn"} In 1935 the prefect (*starosta*) of Rybnik estimated the amount of contraband ether entering his district at between 4,000 and 5,000 litres a year, and acknowledged that even harsh repression of the smugglers failed to to reduce the quantities.[15](#fn15){ref-type="fn"} The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs attempted to curb smuggling by anti-narcotic cooperation with Nazi Germany, but subsequent diplomatic interventions in Berlin did not produce any real results.[16](#fn16){ref-type="fn"} At the same time, Polish Intelligence suspected that the German border police actually permitted the activities of the ether smugglers.[17](#fn17){ref-type="fn"}

Ether was an important competitor to alcoholic drinks even before the First World War. Silesian miners and peasants began to use the drug, known there as *kropka* or *anodyna*, in the late nineteenth century. According to later accounts, it was brought back by migrant workers from western parts of the German Empire.[18](#fn18){ref-type="fn"} Consumption of the drug increased after the First World War, especially in western parts of the voivodeship.[19](#fn19){ref-type="fn"} Ether's outstanding features were the small dose needed for intoxication and its low price. Representatives of the medical profession attributed *kropka*'s popularity to a number of factors ranging from its early status as a "universal cure" (discussed below) to the unexpected consequence of church-organized anti-alcohol campaigns.[20](#fn20){ref-type="fn"} These do not, however, explain the growth of ether's popularity after 1918, which must be ascribed in part to economic changes.

After 1914 the provision of spirits in the future Polish territories rapidly deteriorated. During the war the Russian government introduced a prohibition. At the same time Germany and Austria-Hungary raised their taxes---the German tax on spirits rose spectacularly from 1.25 to 8 marks per litre in 1918.[21](#fn21){ref-type="fn"} Facing severe food shortages, the Central Powers used administrative means to safeguard supplies of potatoes and barley by reducing alcohol production.[22](#fn22){ref-type="fn"} In addition, military operations on the Eastern Front had damaged many distilleries. Under these circumstances, the consumption of ether as a substitute for spirits flourished.[23](#fn23){ref-type="fn"}

With independence, interwar Poland initially inherited the alcohol policies of the former authorities; an excise-based system survived in former German and Austrian regions, while the government established a state trade monopoly in central and eastern parts of the country.[24](#fn24){ref-type="fn"} Spirits were taxed at the pre-war level, notwithstanding the dramatic plunge in real wages.[25](#fn25){ref-type="fn"} Disregard for the purchasing power of the population quickly translated into a reduction in the legal production of vodka. Recent estimates for the period after 1918 suggest that Polish distilleries produced only a fraction of the spirits they sold before the war.[26](#fn26){ref-type="fn"} On the other hand, despite falling legal consumption, income from alcohol excise and monopoly constituted an important part of government revenue.[27](#fn27){ref-type="fn"}

After a short-lived experiment with free trade, in 1924 the goverment extended the state monopoly in spirits to all parts of the country. This decision should be seen as part of a wider fiscal reform introduced by Władysław Grabski. Grabski sought to balance the Polish budget and stabilize the currency by increasing state revenues through an extension of monopolies. During the following years alcohol-related income constituted a growing part of the Polish budget, exceeding 10 per cent of total domestic revenue.[28](#fn28){ref-type="fn"} Subsequently, between 1924 and 1927 the tax on spirits rose from 2.20 zł to 7.50 zł per litre, much faster than the inflation rate, and rendered Polish vodka dearer than that in neighbouring countries. By 1928 Polish vodka drinkers had to pay approximately 30 per cent more than their German or Czech counterparts.[29](#fn29){ref-type="fn"} Given the price differences, it is not surprising that this policy encouraged a rapid development of smuggling along the densely populated German and Czechoslovak borders, where, with the best will in the world, customs officers could not hope to prevent the entry of contraband.[30](#fn30){ref-type="fn"}

The economic depression of the 1930s contributed to this trend. Although the Polish economy experienced deflation and a fall in real wages, the state alcohol monopoly did not adapt its prices to the changing market. Between 1928 and 1932 the price of spirits rose from 13.24 zł to 15.52 zł per litre. This hit particularly hard the rural population, whose cash incomes dropped by 60 per cent as a result of the fall in food prices.[31](#fn31){ref-type="fn"} If the price of spirits had reflected the deflation in other prices, by 1932 it should have fallen to 9.88 zł, instead of rising to 15.52 zł. As the burden of taxation grew, per capita alcohol consumption declined. Between 1928 and 1932 government sales of alcoholic drinks decreased by 53.4 per cent[32](#fn32){ref-type="fn"} as the legal consumption of spirits had fallen from 1.6 to 0.7 litre per person.[33](#fn33){ref-type="fn"} These figures suggest that the Polish state had failed to observe the changes in alcohol consumption. Many consumers turned to illegal options. Demand was seemingly met by the bootleg industry, the production of denaturated alcohol,[34](#fn34){ref-type="fn"} smugglers, and---to a lesser degree---ether producers.

On the black market the price of ether fluctuated between 5 and 15 zł per litre.[35](#fn35){ref-type="fn"} As the consumer required no more than one small glass to induce intoxication, it was much cheaper than vodka.[36](#fn36){ref-type="fn"} For many impoverished peasants the choice was quite obvious. Silesian prohibitionists considered ether drinking a plague second only to the illegal production of spirits.[37](#fn37){ref-type="fn"} In 1938, at a meeting at the Towarzystwo Medycyny Sądowej I Kryminologii (Association of Forensic Medicine and Criminology), Julian Firstenberg, a renowned expert on drug-related crimes, presented a paper on the ether black market in Silesia, in which he commented, "in the places where ether is taken habitually, sales of vodka usually fade away".[38](#fn38){ref-type="fn"}

As already noted, until 1923 the legal status of ether was not clear. According to a statement by Wiendlocha, before this date "one could buy any amount of ether in village bars, both pure and mixed with fruit juices or wine. Ether was also sold, without any restriction, in pharmacies".[39](#fn39){ref-type="fn"} Memories of past liberal legislation survived, providing legitimacy for what was already becoming a popular social habit among the lower classes. Even during the 1930s people accused of illegally trading in the drug defended themselves by claiming that they were unaware that it was illegal.[40](#fn40){ref-type="fn"} One defendant argued that he bought "4 doses for himself and 6 for his friends, with a 2 zł margin to reimburse travel costs. He did not realize that he had commited a crime, because in his neighbourhood ether was being sold openly."[41](#fn41){ref-type="fn"} According to several court records, in the 1930s profiteering pharmacists were still illegally selling ether without prescription.

The levels of ether consumption varied greatly across the social classes. Peasants and miners constituted a clear majority of consumers, with very few among the upper social levels. According to church records, poor ether drinkers attributed this to their economic situation, claiming that they could not afford legal spirits.[42](#fn42){ref-type="fn"} But ether's easily recognizable and stigmatizing odour may also have been the reason why the better off avoided it. The famous Polish writer, painter and dedicated drug-experimenter, Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz, in his book on drugs (published in 1932) quoted an opinion describing ether's smell---unlike cocaine or opiates---as "disgusting, identifying the drinker from the distance of a few feet and lasting for up to two days".[43](#fn43){ref-type="fn"}  A similar observation had been made by Wiendlocha, who noticed that drinkers tried to conceal their habit by holding their breath during meetings with priests or local intelligentsia.[44](#fn44){ref-type="fn"}

Attempts to conceal ether use seemed to be restricted only to contacts with the upper and middle classes. Peasants consumed ether drinks at christening parties, weddings and funerals.[45](#fn45){ref-type="fn"} *Kropka* was a prominent feature of their festivals and dances. In 1934 the daily newspaper *Kurier Poranny* exclaimed disapprovingly: "Young boys drink ether, just like others drink vodka. If a stranger comes to Czyżowice or another 'ether village', he must bring a 'quarter' of ether with him if he wants to dance with local girls ... Young unmarried girls drink because they want to please the boys. A girl who does not drink ether is not popular."[46](#fn46){ref-type="fn"} Silesian ether-drinking was not restricted to festive occasions. Since ether intoxication disappears as rapidly as it sets in, consumers could easily mix periods of drunkenness with participation in the normal life of local communities. As a result, the mawkish fumes of the drug could be smelled in the streets and at places of work. In 1936 Emil Cyran, head of the psychiatric hospital in Lubliniec, claimed that "some villages near Wodzisław ... reek of ether vapours as strongly as an operating theatre".[47](#fn47){ref-type="fn"} Miners drank *kropka* in their pits,[48](#fn48){ref-type="fn"} vendors were offered a glass after making a deal,[49](#fn49){ref-type="fn"} intoxicated ether drinkers attended religious services, making churches smell---according to one police officer---"like hospitals".[50](#fn50){ref-type="fn"} Last but not least, many peasants firmly believed that *kropka* was a universal cure. To a Silesian peasant the pleasure experienced under the influence of ether proved far more powerful than the disapproval of (rarely met) representatives of the medical profession. According to the local authorities in Rybnik, the belief was still common in the 1930s that "ether is an efficient curative. In popular opinion, ether stimulates the appetite, relieves stomach-ache and all other kinds of pain, and even eases childbirth".[51](#fn51){ref-type="fn"} The level of the drug's social acceptability is evident from an anecdote jotted down by Wiendlocha. During the Silesian plebiscite, a Polish MP came from Warsaw to campaign for the incorporation of Silesia with Poland. After a public meeting he was offered a small glass of what he believed was local vodka---in fact it was ether. To the delight of the gathered Silesians, after a single sip he could no longer walk.[52](#fn52){ref-type="fn"}

The fact that the drug was a good substitute for the traditional Silesian psychoactive substance, vodka, explains its appeal. It is no wonder that the social context of the consumption of ether resembled that of alcohol. Illegal "*kapliczki*" (chapels) where ether was served were located in private houses, usually guarded by a sober person. Ether was mixed with other drinks, including coffee, milk, wine or juices. The most popular formula, known as "*himber*", included water and concentrated raspberry juice, but every ether *kapliczka* offered its own speciality.[53](#fn53){ref-type="fn"} In 1935 the daily newspaper *Dobry Wieczór---Kurier Czerwony* published a series of reports about *kropka* and its consumers. One of its journalists summarized the situation in an obviously exaggerated yet highly illustrative sentence: "A glass of ether is for a Silesian the same as a glass of wine for a Frenchman or an Italian or a tankard of beer for a German".[54](#fn54){ref-type="fn"}

The fact that even children drank it is yet another example of the drug's high level of social acceptability. Pupils identified as consumers usually came from ether-drinking families.[55](#fn55){ref-type="fn"} Numerous sources, ranging from medical reports to church correspondence, comment on parents giving *kropka* to their children. As with adults, the drug served a double role---as pain-killer and intoxicant.[56](#fn56){ref-type="fn"} This obvious discrepancy between the social norms followed by parents and the legal order imposed by the state can be seen in the results of research undertaken at Lubliniec Institution for Deaf Children. Although most of the children questioned were socially isolated from their peers, more than half had some ether-drinking experience. Their answers indicated that they had first become acquainted with the drug in the family circle.[57](#fn57){ref-type="fn"} Noting the response of one boy, a researcher commented, "After smelling the substance, \[he\] immediately said that he knows the liquid and he likes it ... when asked who gave it to him and why, he answered that mum gave it to him when ... he could not sleep".[58](#fn58){ref-type="fn"} Young children "took a spoon with sugar to show that one should mix ether with sugar. They mentioned the warm feeling in the stomach and that their parents like it too".[59](#fn59){ref-type="fn"} One girl "knew that the police prohibit the drink and that smugglers get arrested at the border. Asked whether she was referring to vodka, the girl firmly denied this, stating that she meant *kropki*".[60](#fn60){ref-type="fn"} Researchers noted as "characteristic" the answer given by another girl: "Her father had been a drunkard, and she considered it a disaster for her family. Currently her father had ceased to drink vodka and the whole family had turned to ether. She is glad about that, because she considers ether drinking perfectly normal."[61](#fn61){ref-type="fn"} However the most striking testimony of children's consumption comes from the Rev. Alfons Januszewicz, parish priest of Jedłowik in Green Silesia. In a letter to the bishop in Katowice, he expressed his shock at a woman "praising the courage of her twelve-year-old son who was already able to drink a glass of pure ether".[62](#fn62){ref-type="fn"}

While doctors, church authorities and other guardians of the prevailing discourse viewed *kropka* drinking as a social evil, they faced resistance from rural consumers for whom ether prohibition was a question of vested interests. In 1936 a priest lamented to the diocese: "The local population does not want to believe that there is something wrong \[with ether drinking\]. They prefer to claim that they cannot afford better spirits, suitable for those of the upper classes, that the state doesn't care about the common good, that it serves the interests of the alcohol monopoly."[63](#fn63){ref-type="fn"} As moralizing sermons obviously fell on deaf ears, parish priests often turned to more drastic actions: they refused to give absolution, expelled ether drinkers from the church building or even denounced them to the police.[64](#fn64){ref-type="fn"} Prosecutor Firstenberg reported cases of open confrontation between the clergy and the local population: "One priest used to enter illegal ether *kapliczki* and simply chase the drinkers out with a whip." Drinkers reacted in a similarly violent manner by, for example, "breaking windows in parsonage buildings".[65](#fn65){ref-type="fn"} Less violent reprisals included "punishing" prohibitionist clergy by refusing to attend mass. The church's engagement in prohibitionist campaigns obviously weakened links between ether consumers and local clergy. In the words of another priest: "Ether drinkers rarely visit church---because the ether can be smelled. In three cases I have been called to dead ether drinkers. The bodies were already cold. They had to ventilate the rooms."[66](#fn66){ref-type="fn"}

Until the 1930s ether consumption remained of marginal concern to the general public. The upper classes of Polish society seemed to be unaware of the widespread popularity of the drug among Silesian peasants. In the most complete bibliography of Polish medical literature in the interwar period[67](#fn67){ref-type="fn"} not a single article on ether consumption was listed between 1918 and 1930.[68](#fn68){ref-type="fn"} Hrabin's research, published in 1933, changed the situation substantially. Eugenicists, journalists and doctors produced a number of articles uncovering the alleged devastating effects of ether consumption in Silesia. Many expressed their "moral panic" at the situation, but they were much more concerned with moral hazard and the threat to social values from ether consumption, than with its medical impact. Ether became a new addition to the causes of depravity, endangering the ethical and biological prosperity of the nation. Unsurprisingly, the drug became associated with promiscuity and homosexuality. Journalists reported on ether drinking prostitutes, sexual acts between fathers and daughters, lesbianism among married women, *kropka* drinkers experiencing "sexual excitement, resulting in wild collective excesses", not to mention "children ... falling prey to sexual deviance".[69](#fn69){ref-type="fn"} One doctor's fertile imagination even produced "boys copulating with goats and other animals".[70](#fn70){ref-type="fn"} Scientists commenting on the ether-drinking culture were by no means free of this moralistic discourse. Sometimes their opinions simply unmasked class prejudices---for example, the declaration that rural "ether drinkers" were "eager for social, political and religious novelties and very vindictive".[71](#fn71){ref-type="fn"} Though some authors, pointing to official statistics, challenged the myth of an "ether-caused mass extinction of children in Silesia", and sometimes even distinguished between ether consumption and ether addiction,[72](#fn72){ref-type="fn"} in the public discourse of the 1930s their voices remained a minority.

Silesian ether drinking lasted for a few decades, reaching its climax during the Great Depression of 1930s. It declined after the Second World War,[73](#fn73){ref-type="fn"} but it was neither the moralistic discourse nor state- or church-led anti-drug campaigns that could take the credit for eradicating this social scourge. This should be attributed rather to the socio-economic and geopolitical changes that restructured the life of the Silesian population after 1945. Post-war Green Silesia shared no border with Germany---so the smugglers could no longer operate. The change was even further strengthened by the tightening of border controls within the Stalinist Eastern Bloc, which rendered drug smuggling from Czechoslovakia practically impossible.[74](#fn74){ref-type="fn"} Finally, in the centrally planned economies that dominated Eastern Europe after 1948, there was hardly any room for the illegal production of ether. Privately owned chemical factories, typical providers of the illicit drug in the 1930s, ceased to exist and with their disappearance the Silesian ether drinking culture could not survive.
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